The outcome of the 1990 and 1997 presidential elections brought two women into Áras an Uachtaráin, heralding a discernable change of pace, tone, and focus in the office. The relatively staid backwater that was the received image of the Irish presidency became charged with a new political energy. This transformation rested on the personalities of Mary Robinson and Mary McAleese. However, personal disposition alone does not fully explain their development of a more activist presidency. Their respective political agendas motivated much of this new interpretation of the office. So too did their differing conceptions of the role of the President. While staying within constitutional boundaries, both women sought to add content to a political institution that in the public mind had become apolitical, even irrelevant.
the middle child and only girl in a family of five children. Coming from a prosperous professional family, the Bourke children were encouraged to achieve, and given every material and emotional support to do so. In 1963, on securing permission from Catholic authorities to attend Trinity College Dublin, Mary Bourke commenced her studies in legal science.
1 She became auditor of Trinity's Law Society in 1967, and chose as the theme of her inaugural address the separation of church and state. In this speech she raised two of the issues that would later become important motifs in her political and legal career, divorce and contraception (O'Leary and Burke, 1998: 30-32) . Graduating with first class honours in 1967, she commenced a fellowship at Harvard Law School. Mary Bourke immersed herself in this environment where the questioning of the relationship between law, politics, and society provoked passionate debate. She returned to Ireland with a first class Masters degree. A year later, in 1969, as an apprentice barrister and part-time law tutor at University
College Dublin (UCD), she was elected to one of the three Trinity seats in the Seanad (Senate, upper house of parliament), and began a thirty-year career in Irish politics. In 1970,
she married Nicholas Robinson whom she met during her student years.
Robinson's legal and political careers fused on human rights and law reform issues. She has attributed her abiding sense of justice and human rights to the influence of her father and grandfather, and the experience of growing up in a medical practice household (Horgan 1997:14; O'Leary and Burke 1998: 15-16) . One of her first legislative acts was to introduce a private member's bill in the Seanad on reproductive rights in 1971 that sought to make contraception legally available. In 1976 she joined the Irish Labour Party and the following year ran for election to the Dáil (lower house) in the Dublin south city constituency of Rathmines. She failed to win a seat by 400 votes and resumed her Seanad career. Another Dáil election attempt, this time in the Dublin West constituency in 1981, was also unsuccessful. Robinson again resumed her Seanad career while maintaining an active legal practice. In 1985 she resigned from Labour in protest at the Anglo-Irish agreement which she described as 'fatally flawed', as it was based on intergovernmental structures negotiated between the Irish and British governments without the input of unionist political leaders (Horgan, 1997: 113-115) . 2 In 1989 Robinson took the decision to concentrate on her academic and legal career. Less than one year later, she was a candidate for the presidency.
Emergence as President
In 1990, President Hillery's second term was coming to a close. The name of Brian Lenihan, a popular Fianna Fáil minister and ally of Taoiseach (prime minister) and party leader Charles J. Haughey, began to circulate informally in late 1989 as the party's choice to succeed Hillery (Horgan, 1997: 125) . At the same time, Labour's strong 1989 election result encouraged Labour leader Dick Spring to announce in early January that the party would 07 / Galligan / recent presidents p. 3 contest the presidential election for the first time (Finlay, 1990: 12) . Although Spring had no one person in mind at that time, Mary Robinson's name quickly came to the fore. After some negotiation, Robinson expressed a willingness to accept a nomination, but as an independent candidate. In April 1990, her candidacy was officially endorsed by Labour after the alternative possibility of Noel Browne, canvassed by the party's radical wing, disappeared (Horgan, 1997: 129-30; Finlay, 1990: 18-24 Robinson's early campaign start gave her time to meet people and groups across the country, engaging them in a discussion about the role of the President in modern Ireland.
She integrated these views with her own vision for the office, and encapsulated the combined views in the campaign slogan 'a president with a purpose'. The other candidates, responding to her redefinition of the office, also promised an activist presidency: Lenihan as a 'people's president' offered to promote Ireland's heritage and culture at home and abroad;
Currie imagined the President as a 'reconciling figure ' (O'Sullivan, 1991: 90-91) .
In addition to being the first candidate in the field to articulate a clear and modern vision for the office, Robinson also gained from the mistakes of her opponents during the campaign.
Lenihan stumbled when he was forced to clarify, and then retract, a claim that he had sought (Finlay, 1990: 122-125, 127; O'Sullivan, 1991: 91-94) (Finlay, 1990: 135 95-96).
Vision of office
Robinson's electoral victory was described at the time as 'mould-breaking': the first woman to hold the office, the first time the position was held by a politician from a party other than defenders of the constitution (Ó Dálaigh, Hillery) and low-key supporters of volunteerism and social good works (Childers, Hillery). Robinson was at pains to stress her break with the received interpretation of the institution.
In her inaugural address (Robinson, 1990) May 1993 when the Irish President paid a personal visit to the Queen, the first meeting of an Irish president and a British monarch (Siggins, 1997: 164) .
Robinson skilfully used her gender as a woman to political effect, recognising marginalised In her inaugural address, Robinson had sought to represent Ireland in the promotion of human rights on the international stage. As President, she sought to realise this promise through visiting famine-stricken Somalia. Irish aid agencies working in Somalia organised the visit, and Robinson's emotionally powerful response to her experiences brought the grim reality of poverty and hunger to world attention. She was to follow the Somalia visit with three visits to Rwanda, forming a view of the political and practical action required to address human rights and development needs in these countries. These visits, and her international advocacy for a rights-based development agenda, laid the foundations of her later career in the United Nations. While President, her actions in this area showed that Ireland, a small country, could make a significant contribution to international affairs in humanitarian terms.
Although she was by then growing out of the presidential role and into a new international one, Robinson skilfully used the presidency to keep her inauguration promise.
By the time Mary Robinson announced she would not seek a second term as President, she enjoyed over 92% support in opinion polls (Marsh, 1999: 217) . Her parents were small business owners in the mixed-community Ardoyne area of north Belfast. As the family enlarged, the Leneghans moved to a mainly Protestant part of Ardoyne, where the young Mary Leneghan was taunted occasionally on account of her religious background. Her father's keen interest in local history and her mother's family interest in republican politics shaped her Catholic nationalist identity. 5 She also inherited a strong sense of social justice and commitment to peace from her parents (McGarry, 2008: 51-2). (Doyle, 1998: 135-36; Marsh, 1999: 217-221) .
The low-key selection of the Fine Gael and Labour candidates stood in contrast to the cliffedge search for a nomination by singer and former Eurovision Song Contest winner, Dana Rosemary Scallon, followed by former garda (police) representative Derek Nally, from the local councils. This was the first time that the constitutionally-provided local government power to nominate a presidential candidate was employed. Although the councils were controlled by the main parties, Scallon mounted a sufficiently convincing case for support based on the argument that she was merely seeking the right to stand for election, and that the voters would be the final arbiters. The main parties did not view her as a major threat to their own candidates, and so assisted in her nomination, as also that of Derek Nally (Doyle, 1998: 136-37 ).
The election campaign began with Roche in a commanding lead of 38% in the opinion polls, but early criticisms from co-workers about her abrasive management style dented her support (Marsh, 1999: 224) . The campaign quickly became a two-person contest between
Banotti and McAleese, with McAleese assuming a commanding position in the polls which was never seriously challenged (Doyle, 1998: 142) A defining moment in the campaign came in mid-October with publication of leaked documents from the Department of Foreign Affairs used to suggest that McAleese was '"pushing a Sinn Féin agenda" and should not be trusted'. 12 This allegation, which had first surfaced during her RTÉ days, was turned into a political weapon by her opponents. Her capacity to be a 'proper' president on this basis was challenged by Derek Nally. He was joined in this theme by Fine Gael leader John Bruton, 07 / Galligan / recent presidents p. 12 who alleged that McAleese was the 'Sinn Féin endorsed candidate' (Doyle, 1998: 140-41 (McCarthy, 1999: 200-201; McGarry, 2008: 173-180 Republican sympathiser ' (McCarthy, 1999: 196-214 ).
This political storm worked to the benefit of McAleese in a number of ways. It cemented the allegiance of Fianna Fáil and mobilised party members into campaigning for her. It brought her to public attention, turning a relatively unknown candidate into a household name. 
As a noted American political communication expert has observed, 'democracy is based on empathy, that is, on citizens caring about each other and acting on that care, taking responsibility not just for themselves but for their families, communities, and their nation' (Lakoff, 2011) . This empathic understanding of democracy was evident in the McAleese presidency, from her inaugural address through to the end of her 14 years in office. In contrast to the directness of Robinson, her first inaugural speech was dominated by poetic 07 / Galligan / recent presidents p. 13 imagery of caring, offering to 'point the way to a reconciliation of these many tensions and to see Ireland grow ever more comfortable and at ease with the flowering diversity that is all around us ' (McAleese, 1997) . By the time of her second inaugural speech, McAleese, still with a poetic turn of phrase, had consolidated this empathic, facilitatory style with more precision while retaining the caring aspect, as she sought to 'nurture and celebrate commitment to community and to responsible citizenship and to encourage self-belief among the most marginalized ' (McAleese, 2004) .
In her first inaugural address, McAleese voiced a preoccupation with the peace process in Northern Ireland, an issue with which she was closely associated and a defining issue during the electoral contest. In announcing the theme of her presidency as 'Building Bridges',
McAleese sought to reassure her critics that she would facilitate consensus-building and peace-making as 'work I want to help in every way I can.'
McAleese also conveyed her own religious faith unambiguously in this inaugural speech -a counterpoint to Robinson's humanistic beliefs. In doing so, she was affirming a sense of national bonding through shared Christian values. This was a difficult issue to raise in a political setting, yet for her presidency to be widely accepted, McAleese had to give a signal that she would be a non-sectarian head of state. Thus, her references to religion were carefully crafted to appeal to the faithful of all beliefs. When publicly berated by then addition to that of reconciliation, upon which to structure the representative power of the office, the symbolic leadership that had characterised her first term diminished.
Transforming the office of President
Robinson and McAleese brought a fresh energy to what had become a staid office. They sought to refashion the Irish presidency in line with the themes and issues they identified in the course of their election campaigns. The vision offered for the office by each woman is encapsulated in her inaugural address. From this formal speech penned by the incoming president and untainted by the influence of party political priorities, one can glean much about the agenda to follow. In both instances, it was a vehicle for expressing the nature of the relationship that the new President wished to foster with the public, be it one of bonding (that is, using the commonality of 'Irishness' to connect people of differing backgrounds) or bridging (that is, reconciling people of different cultural, political persuasions). Given, too, that the island of Ireland was a chronically divided polity during each president's terms of office, the inaugural address affords an insight into the presidential approach to this concern. The addresses also convey the intention of the new president in defining the place of Ireland on a world stage. Each woman took the opportunity of her inaugural address to articulate her position on these matters, using her new authority as head of state to map her future role and her relationship with the people of Ireland.
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At the time of her election, Robinson was not representative of mainstream public opinion.
Aware of this fact, she chose to emphasise the similarities among Irish people, and in doing so sought to bridge the divide between her, as President, and the people. She therefore had to reassure the public that she acknowledged differences in their respective views, while suggesting that these differences were positive, and part of a modern society.
Mc Aleese had fewer 'firsts' to contend with. Ideologically and culturally, she conformed to the dominant values of Irish politics and society to a greater extent than Robinson. She was the second female President, so her gender no longer held as much 'novelty value'. She was a devout Catholic, which reassured conservative groups that had been uneasy with politics', both Robinson and McAleese declared an intention to find a way to act presidentially in a political context.
As each woman worked through her presidency, she gave content to these inaugural address themes in innovative ways, while staying within the constitutional boundaries of the office. Thus, both women contributed to transforming the office through utilising the soft, persuasive and symbolic powers vested in the presidency.
Conclusion
Irish presidents have a distinctive role as cultural signifiers of the nation -a role that the first Both presidents defined, and were defined by, the manner in which they interpreted the office and the personality they brought to this task. They left a combined legacy of an activist presidential role, endowed with heightened public visibility and renewed sense of relevance for the people and for the politics of the time. It is a measure of their success that towards the end of their terms of office, each woman was more popular with the public than they were on their presidential election day.
